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1m Si ver comes home 
Good going, David 
by Bill Mmor 
The other night, Jim Silver, the former fiesty history professor 
at Ole Miss who was figuratively driven out of the state in the 
mid ·1960's because he would never become house broken to 
Mississippi customs, came back to visit and make a talk. 
Dr. Silver, it might be remembered, is the man who coined the ph 
rase, and wrote the book, back in 1963 "Mississippi: the Closed 
Society." 
This was not the first time since he left that Jim Silver had been 
back. He's even been welcomed back to his old haunts on the Ole 
Miss campus and treated with the deference of a legend in his own 
time. 
In the meantime, he had been off teaching at such places as Notre 
Dame and Harvard and now is bringing his 40 years of teaching. 
to a close over in Florida. It was never any handicap for the 
sharp· tongued historian that because he was given the boot in 
Mississippi he couldn't find a better paying assignment somewhere 
else. 
Generation of losers 
That's not the point here, however, nor is it the point of what Jim 
Silver was or is. The real losers, it seems it the generation of 
Mississippi youngsters who have gone through Ole Miss since 1964 
and didn't have the opportunity to be exposed to Jim Silver. 
We had not been in Mississippi as a journalist very long back 30 
years ago before we began hearing reports of a little knot of 
"subversive" professors up at Ole Miss who were teaching 
Un·Mississippi ideologies to the flower of Mississippi youth. One of 
them was over in the history department and his name was Silver. 
With a knowing glance, it would be explained that Professor 
Silver was from New York state, and what else could you expect. 
And you all know what kind of a name Silver is. 
But on closer inspection, we found that some of the most 
intelligent people coming into government, politics or the law in 
Mississippi were former students of Jim Silver and they were 
devoted to him as a teacher who challenged their minds to look 
beyond the boundaries of Mississippi for comparisons. 
There were also some ex·students who got along pretty well in 
the state poltical spectrum who equally disliked Jim Silver because 
he didn't have much good to say for some of Mississippi's leaders 
then fighting for "our way of life." 
Stayed on fringe on trouble 
Somehow, even though he stayed constantly on the fringe of 
trouble with those who controlled higher education in Mississippi, 
Silver managed to keep from getting sacked when the first racially 
tinged firings at Ole Miss started in the latter 1950's 
Among other things, he was a warm friend of William Faulkner 
arOund Oxford, which did not enhance him with the state's political 
hierarchy who also regarded Faulkner as some sort of enemy of the 
people. 
But when James Meredith came to Ole Miss in 1962, breaking the 
state·imposed racial barrier in education and the state's leadership 
reacted with bitter-end resistance reviving memories of Civil War 
fanaticism, Jim Silver became the soul of an outraged academic 
community. 
When nobody else would, Silver befriended Meredith, and was 
seen dining with the lonely black man, and even playing golf with 
him on the University course. That was too much for the Ross 
Barnett forces in state government and the White Citizens Council. 
Then when Silver, in his presidential address to the Southern 
Historical Assoiciation in November 1962, delivered a lengthy 
paper on the "Closed Society" in Mississippi, the project for what 
was later to become a book, it was apparent Silver and Mississippi 
were locked in a death struggle. It became open warfare between I 
the State College board and Silver, the board being prodded by 
die·hard segregationist M.M. Roberts. 
'Contumacious conduct' 
Every time Silver would open his mouth again, Roberts would go 
into a frenzy, eventually Roberts engineered charges of 
"contumacious conduct" against Silver, but the board had to stop 
gingerly because it was already on shaky ground about 
disaccreditation over the Meredith incident. 
When Silver finally took leave to go to Notre Dame, the board 
heaved a sign of relief, but it would make certain he never came 
back to teach. 
But Jim Silver had planted the seeds of discontent with his 
characterization of "Closed Society", and more and more it became 
a watchword for change until windows of the state finally were 
thrown open as never before. 
Even Jim Silver could admit that here the other night. Ironically, 
though, there are many around today who consider themselves in 
the vanguard of change who don 't understand what Silver meant to 
creating the atmosphere for change. 
And not even his onetime little friend, James Meredith was on 
hand to wish him well as he faces the winter of life. 
